The impact of contextual cues on the interpretation of and response to physical symptoms: a vignette approach.
This study examined the impact of two contextual cues--stress and aging--on conceptualizations of, and health care responses to, physical symptoms. Eighty-three undergraduates each read four vignettes describing a woman experiencing physical symptoms indicative of either heart attack, depression, ulcer, or flu. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of six age/stress cue combinations. Consistent with predictions, physical symptoms presented with stress cues were less likely to be attributed to acute illness and were seen as more variable. The effect was most pronounced for heart attack symptoms, which, when presented with stress cues, were also less likely (1) to be identified as a heart attack, (2) to be attributed to chronic illness, (3) to elicit recommendations to seek medical care, (4) and to be regarded as serious. The age manipulation did not exert an effect. Implications of these findings and limitations of the vignette approach are discussed.